MEDICINE AND HEALTH POLICY
W HO declared Beijing to be free of severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) on June 24 and lifted its travel warning on the Chinese capital, which was the last city in the world to be under a WHO travel advisory.
"Today is a milestone in the fight against SARS, not only in China but in the world", Shigeru Omi, the WHO regional director for the Western Pacific, told Reuters at a Beijing news conference.
After careful analysis, WHO has concluded that the risk to travellers to Beijing is now minimal", said Omi.
The last new case in Beijing was isolated on May 29. Since then several suspect cases have been considered but have been ruled out as SARS.
A city is removed from WHO's travel advisory list if it has had no SARS cases for 20 days.
Beijing had the largest outbreak of SARS with 2521 probable cases and 191 deaths; followed by Hong Kong, with 1755 cases and 296 deaths; and Guangdong province, China, with 1511 cases and 57 deaths.
WHO's announcement came after the cases in Beijing's hospitals fell to 43, far below the WHO standard of fewer than 60 cases required to withdraw the advisory.
WHO also cancelled the travel advisory for four provinces and regions surrounding Beijing and declared Hong Kong free of SARS on Monday. However, WHO said it needed more information on how SARS spread in Beijing.
WHO was also concerned about the rapid drop in new cases in China. Medical records showed that Beijing had traced the person or place of origin in two-thirds of new cases since mid-May, WHO's Daniel Chin told the news conference.
China began daily reporting of SARS cases in early April, when Beijing reported 29 cases and four deaths. At the peak of the outbreak, towards the end of April, Beijing was reporting more than 100 new cases every day, said WHO.
WHO lifted travel warnings against Toronto, in Canada, and Taiwan earlier this month. However, it said there is still a risk of spreading the infection in these two areas. In fact, Toronto reported two deaths from SARS on Sunday and WHO recommends that all travellers leaving Toronto and Taiwan should be screened before leaving.
Worldwide, there have been 8459 cases of SARS and 805 deaths since the disease first appeared in southern China last November.
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SARS genome chip available to scientists
The NIAID hopes that widespread access to the SARS genome chip will catalyse research into effective treatments for the virus The US National Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases (NIAID) hopes to spur on research into severe acute respiratory syndrome (SARS) by making available a SARS genome "chip" free of charge to researchers around the world.
The SARS array, which consists of the 29 700 DNA base pairs of the SARS coronavirus, was designed from data from institutes in the USA, Canada, and Asia that had sequenced the complete SARS coronavirus genome.
"Through this collaboration, NIAID has quickly responded to make this genomic resource widely available to the SARS research community", said NIAID director Anthony Fauci. "This powerful tool will help us better understand this newly recognised pathogen and its spread, and will provide new leads in our search for effective SARS countermeasures."
Announcing the decision on June 23, the government agency said it hoped the SARS array would enable researchers to construct a "family tree" of the SARS coronaviruses; to establish which SARS strains are most dangerous; and to trace how the virus evolves as it spreads to different populations.
The SARS array distribution programme will be coordinated by the NIAID's Pathogen Functional Genomics Resource Center (PFGRC)-a centralised facility that provides researchers with the resources needed to do functional genomics studies on pathogens for which genomic sequence information is available.
Researchers can request the SARS array through the NIAID's websire (see http://www. niaid.nih.gov/dmid/genomes/pfgrc). Proposals to obtain the SARS array are being accepted and reviewed continually, and the PFGRC will provide up to 20 arrays per request.
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